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	1. The Aftermath of Destruction

**Title:** Interlude 3 - Recovery  
><strong>Chapter: <strong>1 – The Aftermath of Destruction  
><strong>Part<strong>: 1/?  
><strong>Rating<strong>: M  
><strong>Warnings:<strong> AU world, mild violence, slight sexual content, and, of course, some angst.  
><strong>Disclaimers<strong>: I earn no money from this, I write only for pleasure. I own no part of the Stargate world, only the characters that I create for myself.  
><strong>Spoilers<strong>: Set in established AU world, set in equivalent time as late season 3 – just after the episode "Sunday". This story calls heavily on the events of the previous fics in this saga and leads the way to the next big fic.

**Note:** Hello everyone – if people are still out there reading Atlantis fic! Thank you for the nudges and interest from people about this new fic. I have been writing nonstop since the end of the last fic, but life is busy and, again, I wanted to make sure I had the whole story in draft format before I started publishing. I don't want to let anyone down with an unfinished fic. Saying that, this is one of the Interlude fics, so a stepping stone of sorts ready for the next real big fic. But first, let's see how everyone is doing after the big events in 'Not To Have or To Hold'. After all, we left John and Teyla in a rather unresolved place...

**Note2:** Quick shout out to the group on FB, and to Camy – I promised I would get it up soon
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**Chapter 1 – The Aftermath of Destruction**

_Just Outside Alliance Territory_

The silence and emptiness was difficult; Very difficult.

Among his kind, he knew he was strong, intelligent and able, yet, even he was struggling.

The empty space where _her _presence had lived was almost too much to bear. Her constant presence had always lingered on the exterior of his mind, providing sustenance, meaning to his existence, and clear leadership. Now all there was in that space was emptiness.

Cold, lonely, emptiness.

But, this was the not the first time he had been through this. He had lost his first Queen many thousands of years ago, during the final battles over the skies above Atlantis.

He had been fortunate that another Queen had given him immediate sanctuary, had given him purpose and belonging again. Not many would have done so with his differences. But, he had found a home again, had served his new Queen with dedication and worship...and now she too was lost.

Murdered by the uprising of cattle.

His glorious Queen had been wise, giving to her Hive, and had been forward thinking as one of the founders of the Queens' Gathering. And a glorious gathering it had been; Hives working together, intelligent minds combining to set root in a solar system entirely their own. Never had such an event happened before among their kind. Lost and abandoned Warriors and Drones had joined the gathering, their own pain and loss fulfilled with purpose once more. Purpose led by a gathering of powerful Queen minds.

But all of that was now lost.

He had witnessed the start of the brutal attack by the enemy from the forward station of the Cruiser his Queen had placed under his personal leadership. It had been an honour, especially for him, to lead his own ship and that position was what had saved him.

His distant Hive, his Queen inside it, had been one of the first to face down the approaching enemy, their ships lining up outside the gathering's defensive line.

None had expected what had happened next – ships and bases losing power and communications in an instant and then detonations on each planet, ripping apart and destroying everything that had been built.

Out on the far edge of the solar system, he had watched from the Cruiser with dread – predicting what was fast occurring.

His Hive, his Queen, far away on the frontline had been one of the first to engage the enemy. Within moments her ship had been destroyed, targeted in fiery death, her mind screaming her last command to avenge her and their kin.

He could still feel that horrific moment of her death, followed by the still lingering quiet where her mind had used to touch his. All those around him felt the same since that moment, the other ships he had convinced to run with him had lost their own Queens and Hives, as had the many fighters lost out and alone in the stars that he had packed into the ships' bays. Their new weak gathering of Warriors and Drones were lost, depressed with lonely anger, and none knew what to do.

So, he had led the way, ordered a route that took the small group of damaged ships away from the battle, but not with it to their backs. He predicted that the enemy would chase them once the battle was over, and he had to protect those surviving, so he had ordered a course running close to the enemy's own territory instead.

The territory of the cattle that had somehow risen up: the Armoured Herd.

The others in the group thought him mad for this course, but that was not new to him, and besides, the aching hurt of their lost Queens gave them little more than weak protests. The shock of the attack, the losses, it was all an aching emptiness in them.

He had no idea how to fix that currently, but he knew the first step was to ensure that he kept this group alive and gave their ships time to heal.

And it would give him time to think, because that was what he was so very good at doing.

He had been hatched thousands of years ago during the height of the war against the old Lanteans, but he had been part of a mutated batch. He was not sure if his first Queen had been experimenting in some way, or if there had been some contamination, but most of his hatch had been weak, physically mutated and had been killed quickly. But a few of them, him and three other brothers, had been allowed to live. What had gone cruelly wrong with the rest of their hatch, had formed unique intelligence and enduring body in him and his three brothers, and fortunately their Queen had recognised what they could offer her.

He had been the last of the entire hatch to be birthed, and since had always lingered in hibernation cycles far longer than most, which had resulted in his given name: Long Sleep. His two Queens had allowed him those long hibernation sleeps though, for after those long rests he would often emerge with new ideas on ship systems and weapons potential. He had been greatly fortunate that he had been spared an early death and able to explore the depth of his strange ideas and thoughts.

Of the three of his hatch brothers who had also been allowed to live, two had been killed in battle against the Lanteans of old. Whereas his third brother still lived somewhere, but his mind was shut down and away, as if he were imprisoned somewhere dark and alone.

Which left Long Sleep, the clearest of mind, leading these tattered remains of his kin.

And the pain lingered inside – another Queen lost, murdered, and the empty echoing of silence where her mind had once been.

All he could do for now was keep this collection of survivors alive, to keep them moving in the vast expanse of space.

Lost and lonely.
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_The Former Wraith-held Nest System_

Burnt desiccated remains surrounded her, ash drifting in the low oxygenated air, smoke still rising in the distance.

Some pieces of buildings still stood far in the distance, but here, closer to the centre of where the generator had detonated, little remained.

Behind the seal of her glass mask Teyla could not hear the debris crunching under her boots, but she could feel it. It gave away in pieces under her, a mix of burnt organic Wraith matter and ash, as she moved onwards towards the centre of the detonation point.

For several days now she had been assisting in searching all of the planets and moons in the former Nest System, seeking out any Wraith that might have survived and lay in hiding. The few that had been found had been on two of the moons, and Si had been the Seeker to hunt them out.

Teyla had been able to tell from orbit that this last planet held no life except her and the Military scanning vessel that was circling overhead, scanning deep into the planet to ensure there were no buried Wraith bunkers. Teyla was certain there were none. There was no hint of the cold sharpness of a Wraith mind close by.

Nothing living remained on this world.

If the generator had not exploded with enough force to flatten a continent, the barrage of the battle from orbit had done the rest. The planet had burned bright and fast in the scans she had studied from the battle. As the undetected buried generator had blown, a fireball had lit up the sky of this planet and the fire had raged outwards, the atmosphere itself fuelling the growing destruction.

That had been days ago, but Teyla could see the thin plume of smoke ahead of her, the centre of the detonation where the intense blaze still had some embers glowing.

She climbed up and over a dust and ash covered lump and stepped down and under a temporary archway that was formed by two burnt twisted pieces of Wraith structure, and finally reached the edge of the crater.

The crater left by the explosion of the generator had appeared large from the orbital scans, and even larger from the scanning vessel when she had flown over it a short while ago, but standing on the edge of it now...

She could hear her own breathing loud inside her mask as she scanned the vast wide hole in the planet's crust.

Leaning closer to the crumbling edge, she peered down into it. Debris littered the inside, a landscape of falling rock, mountains of ash, and twisted broken shapes.

This explosion had helped win the battle for the system, but the destruction...

Teyla had no love for the Wraith, none at all, but to see such devastation. So much death and ruin, it made her fear that this war had turned humanity into something horribly lost.

If there had been any plant or small animal life living among the Wraith's grown structures on this planet, there was nothing left of them now. There was only this horror of obliteration and a planet that would perhaps take generations to recover.

The scanning vessel flew by again, the rushing movement of the air stirring up the ash around Teyla as she watched the vessel pass overhead.

She had to wonder if there would ever come a day when these scenes would stop.

Could there truly ever come a day when there would be no more war?

When no shivers of destructive power would haunt landscapes like this one anymore?

Perhaps even a life in which she never had to be a part of such things.
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_Atlantis_

It was late in the City.

The lights were lowered, most were in their beds, while those awake were hard at work. Some of those were in the main Infirmary, but even they moved quietly in respect of the night.

The soft tones of those working the Infirmary tonight drifted in through the open doorway into Carson's private room. The only light emanating in on him glowed through that doorway at the foot of his room, down the far length of his hospital bed.

To help with his injuries, to help the fluids and swelling of the vast areas of burnt skin, the head of his bed was always raised. In the reclined position, he was always facing that open doorway looking into the light of the Infirmary beyond.

He couldn't see much through that sliver of a view, but it glowed with light and efficient, kind voices. Nurses and personnel constantly crossed into his view and out of it again just as quickly.

Plenty of people had been visiting through the door during the daylight hours, Rodney practically spending every waking hour at Carson's bedside. And twice a day, like clockwork, Carson had to undergo his treatment.

The Elite had sent one of the top Doctors, or 'Healers' as they referred to them, the woman quiet but professional as she talked to him. She and Keller washed him twice a day and the Elite Healer smeared a strong smelling thick ointment over his burns. It wasn't as painful an experience as he had expected, but then his medical brain knew that was not a good sign. The burns to the left side of his body, waist up, covering his left arm and over the left side of his head and face, had been deep enough to have killed his nerve endings. It meant he wasn't in as much pain as he could be, not that he was in anyway comfortable, but it wasn't a good sign really.

The Elite ointment was working though, he could see the changes already in his skin, but it was a removed observation that he numbly absorbed as he nodded along with Jennifer and the Healer's quiet comments.

He appreciated their work, but was grateful once the daily ordeals were over, and he was back lying reclined in his hospital bed, staring at the open doorway.

But, it was the night-time, like now, that he preferred.

He was left alone, no chattering around him, no pity or whispered worries. In the darkness of his room at night he could watch that doorway...

...and let the ghosts haunt him.
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**Chapter 2 – The Hope of Distraction**

_Alliance Planet - Sula_

Sula's Portal City was hardly the prettiest of settlements in the daytime, but in the thick of night, rain and wind in the air, it was ugly as sin.

Which was appropriate, as it was sin that had brought Oneakka here.

Sula was set deep in Alliance territory, close to the Central Planets that had first formed the Alliance. As the Central Planet had first struck, battling back the Wraith from their local area of space, Sula had quickly found itself in safe territory from the Wraith. Quick to jump in with the Alliance and benefit from its protection, Sula had lived in safety for a very long time now.

As a result, it had built up quick and fast. The Portal City had grown up in tall, thick-walled towering buildings of concrete and steel, with hundreds of thousands of civilians all living tightly together. The close living had only sprawled outward in the decades since, with Portal City now one of the largest populated settlements in the Alliance.

From those first days of protection here, people had flocked in to live in the city, and had been welcomed. But, as expected, the less savoury types had moved in too and had set up camp in the tightly pressed concrete buildings of Portal City. City battles had been common in the first years, different groups vying for power, but once the Alliance had been properly established and Enforcement had been formed, the crackdown on crime on Sula had been intense.

It had supposedly worked too, but the new intell said different.

According to Seeal's Dreamstation database, Sula was still a hotbed of crime and sleaze, so it was hardly surprising to Oneakka that Division had tracked down one of the most wanted from Toshka's database to Portal City.

But Robiah and his Division lackeys hadn't had enough evidence or guts to actually come and collect the wanted man – Zau.

Zau appeared to have been working with Toshka, though the details of his exact role weren't all that clear from the database Oneakka had helped extract from Toshka's office.

Yet, Division weren't prepared to head into Portal City and pull Zau out and into custody. Apparently there wasn't enough evidence and intell suggested he had powerful friends in the High Council and in the ruling body of Sula.

Well, Esna Toshka had High Council 'friends' too and he was now in custody and soon to undergo trial.

Unlike Toshka, Zau was lying low, hiding away in the depths of the most criminally associated hotels in Portal City, hoping his faint unspecified associations with Toshka weren't going to be enough to lead to his arrest.

And he was right if Division got their way.

Zau probably felt safe and protected here.

He was wrong.

Division might not think they could arrest Zau, or even be able to grab him in this jungle of concrete and hundreds of watching eyes, but the Elite had enough evidence to speak to him.

Zau had met with The Traitor on at least two occasions.

It was all Oneakka needed, and he had no problem going in where Division were too afraid to tread.

Weaklings.

He was faintly aware that his mood hadn't been great in the last week since the Sythus had slid into space dock undergoing significant repairs. People had been keeping their distance from him more than usual, not that he cared. Unfortunately there were no missions for him to join as yet whilst the Sythus was beached, so Oneakka had set his sights on making sure Division were accurately and thoroughly following up on the Toshka database.

And it kept him away from the Training Facility.

He would normally be using his small quarters in the Facility while based off the Sythus, but he hadn't been back to the Facility yet.

And he wasn't planning to go back any time soon.

There wasn't any need.

Though he could visit Massa and Aki, and normally he would entertain himself with training the Recruits for awhile too, but that wasn't worth the risk either.

It would be too tempting.

If he went to the Facility, he would see _her_.

Even if he didn't go anywhere near the areas of the Facility where she was working – which was in the Research Sector, Base Level in Project room Alpha six – he might walk into her in the hallways near the habitation areas of the Facility – because she was assigned room 1168 in the Visitor Sector and he might use that corridor himself.

He'd promised himself that he'd keep his distance from her. He had asked Massa to keep an eye on Seeal at least, and though he had subtly tried to gain some insight from Massa as to how she was coping in the Facility, Massa had stubbornly refused to tell him anything.

He had only been checking she was alright and that she wasn't going to do anything 'stupid'.

She'd gotten the best deal she could – a clean slate and a worthy job, at least for a year or so. She'd been grateful, and had promised she would behave herself.

He'd believed her, but still...he thought about her far too much.

With a loud growl at himself, he pushed himself out of the small sheltered spot he had been using to wait for his moment. Sixteen floors up from the concrete street below, the rain pattered against his head, the waterproof black headgear protecting him from the water, but making him slightly itchy inside its warmth.

A glance down at the street far below confirmed no one was walking around down there. The wind was picking up, pushing the falling rain across the narrow space between one building and the next.

Oneakka pulled out his pad that had a link up to the watching satellite above and checked the scan of the building across the space before him. The room in which Zau was currently thinking was his safe haven was set deep in the middle of the building. The satellite's soft scan and Oneakka's patch into the hotel's internal cameras confirmed that nothing had changed inside.

Everyone was asleep, apart from two sentries, one of which was in the corridor and the other in the lounge of the large hotel suite Zau was enjoying.

Oneakka shoved the satellite linked pad back into a sealable waterproof pocket of his black jacket over his armour beneath. A glance through the rain across the narrow alley confirmed no change to the long guttering pipeline that ran down the side of the building in front of him.

The leap was easy for him from one building to the next, his grip slipping only briefly as he got a good purchase on the gutter pipe and the edge of a concrete balcony.

The climb up three more floors wasn't difficult, though it was slippery and the guttering groaned slightly with his weight, but it held until he reached the right floor and slipped onto an empty balcony. He then made his way along the balconies of the same floor level until he reached the one he had selected, knowing it would be empty.

He easily bypassed the security lock on the balcony door and moved silently through the dark empty hotel room inside to the room's entrance. At the closed door, he pulled out the scan link again and checked the sentry's position in the hallway outside; Three doorways down on the other side of the corridor.

He watched the building's internal camera feed, watching the sentry looking back and forth. He was good and alert, not some cheap overly relaxed guard.

Oneakka released the lock on the door carefully. Fortunately the doors were the old fashioned types that actually physically opened towards you, not siding into the wall space which would limit his ambush out of the doorway.

He eased the door open a fraction as the sentry looked the other way down the corridor.

The sentry looked back this way and sighed. He looked at his timepiece attached to the cuff of his jacket.

He looked away.

He registered Oneakka's approach just in time to look round, but it was too late by then.

Oneakka lowered the man's unconscious body to the thin hallway carpet as he checked both ways down the corridor. He had looped the hotel's camera feeds a second before he had stepped into the hallway, so he had no eyes on the other hallways, but all seemed quiet.

He pulled the slim door key from the unconscious sentry's pocket and set it in the door's electronic lock. He heard the lock disarm inside, so he stepped back, pulled his headgear off to show his Elite face, pulled out two guns and applied his boot to the door.

Zau hadn't expected the Elite to come for him, and stories of his capture in the middle of that night by one silent unseen Elite warrior nineteen floors up fast became legendary in Portal City.
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_Atlantis_

It had been ten days now since John had returned to Atlantis from the mission to Giant with the Elite, but it felt like twice that. It had been a long ten days, through which he hadn't been getting all that much sleep.

The first couple of nights back had been uncomfortable thanks to the bruises and one sprained ankle he had brought back with him from the mission on Giant. But, as more nights had passed with barely any sleep, John had started to admit to himself that he was wired and worried.

His days had been far from dangerous since his return, not having been off world since, but they had been stressful in entirely new ways.

The largest stress being the IOA's official response to the Political Marriage – or rather their lack of one so far. Instead they had been just sending lists of questions through from Earth. Each day the Gate activated from home, albeit via the new Midway Station, and each day a new list of questions would arrive for him and Colonels Carter and Sumner to answer. They would then pour over the questions together. Well, he and Carter did, as Sumner couldn't seem to take more than half an hour a day at it before he declared he had more important things to do.

So despite his previously thorough reports, John was spending his days answering seemingly unending questions about the Alliance, about Athos, about the Elite, the missions he had shared with them, about the fire power he had seen, and even on political bits and pieces he had overheard. Woolsey would normally have helped with that, but he had been recalled to Earth for the IOA to talk to directly.

Which left John and the Colonels still waiting for an official response ten days and counting since Giant, which had already been days after the Wedding.

John didn't know if he could stand the waiting anymore.

Were the IOA going to honour the contract with the Elite and Athos?

Was John going to keep his job?

Was Colonel Carter going to keep her job?

Or were the IOA going to ruin everything by deciding to pull him out of the Political Marriage contract?

Or were they going to try to renegotiate things and risk the contract that way?

Hell, even if the IOA agreed to keep the contract, what was Stargate Command going to say about John having made this contract without permission?

Too many damn questions going round his head and no answers. Just the damn lists of IOA questions, day after day, going round and round. The answers sent back home each day only brought more questions, some of them even clearly repeating earlier answered questions, or posing questions he had no idea how to answer accurately.

How many ships did he estimate there were in the Alliance Military Fleet? How much firepower? How many worlds in the Alliance were pro-Atlantis?

How the hell was he supposed to know those answers?

He didn't even know where his wife was.

He didn't know what the hell he was supposed to do about having an alien wife he was secretly in love with.

Was he going to have to tell The Powers That Be that he had been in a relationship with Teyla? Had Woolsey worked it out? Had he told the IOA? Stargate Command?

Was she thinking about him?

Had she decided how she was going to approach their marriage? Because he sure didn't know what the hell to do. He'd told her that they could start fresh, let the bad things they had said to each other go.

They loved each other, but it was hardly the best relationship in the best circumstances. She had said she was confused about things between them, which had at least made him feel less alone in his confusion, but it had hardly helped sort anything out. She hadn't seemed thrilled with the prospect of them being together again – how was he supposed to take that?

He wasn't even sure how he felt about it all. She'd walked away from their relationship once already – if he risked his job and perhaps his future in Pegasus in being with her again, what if she threw it all away again?

What if she had been killed and he would never get to answer these questions?

What if she was out there somewhere hurt and dying and he didn't know about it?

Too many questions and no damn answers.

His dark ceiling was completely unhelpful as he silently worked through his questions towards it, which only made him feel more restless.

Huffing out a loud sigh, John rolled onto his side and contemplated his alarm clock. 04:33. Great.

He contemplated getting up, maybe going for a run. He could even go into the Infirmary, see if Carson was awake.

Carson was another reason to worry.

The Doc was out of the woods as far as surviving, but his burns...

They weren't good, the swelling and who knew what kind of pain the guy was in, was covered with bandages most of the time, but twice a day they came off and the Elite's ointment was smeared over the guy.

But, it wasn't the treatments that worried John. It was what he saw in Carson's eyes.

The guy answered questions, showed some interest in what was going on in the city, but there was a distance in his eyes that John wasn't so sure was due to the pain killers. Carson's right arm had been pinned and plated back into shape, he'd taken a knock to the head, and half of him had been burned to the point of them almost losing him, but physical recovery was only one part. John had seen people come back from horrendous injuries in war, but the emotional, psychological side of things was harder to call.

The Doc had made a decision that had resulted in people around him, including his patient and his best Nurse, Marie, being killed. That Carson had himself survived wasn't going to make him feel better.

John knew a little about Survivor's Guilt, but any attempt he'd made to broach the subject with Carson had been carefully ignored by the Doc, but then the guy was uncomfortable and in pain. He had a right to be withdrawn.

Besides, if you had Rodney sat by your elbow all day every day, it would drive anyone mad.

Which was yet another source of concern; Rodney appeared to be taking what had happened to Carson as somehow his fault. Everyone had argued otherwise, Carson included, but it hadn't helped. Rodney spent every minute of every day at Carson's side, constantly talking and trying to be upbeat.

Maybe Rodney could see what John could see in Carson's eyes, or at least sense that Carson wasn't doing so well on the inside.

There was something uniquely painful about seeing a kind hearted and courageous non-military man like Carson be broken inside and try not to show it.

There was no ointment for that, Elite given or otherwise.

And nothing more that John could do for Carson, to help Rodney, or know where Teyla was and what she was thinking. Or to get the IOA to make a decision!

There were just questions, worries, and stress.

If something didn't change soon, John swore he was going to lose it.
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**Chapter 3 – Waiting in Exclusion**

_The Elite Training Facility_

The three screens glowed in the half light of the evening, data spiralling down two of them as complex coding experiments ran. The third screen displayed a technical journal published a few months ago which detailed the new capabilities of a new type of computer circuit. The circuit utilised a new combination of rare metals and an innovative way of moving the data that was on the very edge of accepted theory of energy and particle physics.

Seeal scrolled the third screen down to the last few paragraphs of the journal piece, glancing at the running data experiments on the other two screens. Everything was working so far, so she returned her attention to the journal and reached out for the last piece of her dinner sat on the edge of her personal workstation.

She liked her workstation. It had these three screens, which could be angled to whatever position she liked, and were linked in with some of the fastest computer processing that she knew was possible. The Elite's Training Facility did not skimp on computing speeds.

The Tile Brothers would probably do anything anyone asked just for a chance to work with these kinds of processing speeds and connectivity for an hour or two. She got to work with it every day now.

In front of her, below the screens, she had two physical coding keyboards that she could move anywhere in the research room and the computers would recognise her work and relay it to the screen closest to her. It was handy during the daily morning meetings for the whole research team, during which everyone would present their previous day's work and decide on everyone's new assignments.

She liked the meetings, not that they were easy; far from it. The research group were literally the most intelligent people she had ever met pooled together around one table. She had even heard of some of them from her days outside of the Alliance. One computer scientist had developed the first high speed computing systems that were used on every planet in the Alliance, and he was now, prior to this project, a teacher of the latest wonder minds in the Alliance. Another member of the project was a child genius, about to turn twelve years old; the girl could run maths in her head that would take a day for Seeal to get her head around. At that girl's side always sat her father who was an engineer, who had led the group responsible for building the Training Facility's current computer systems. The rest of the group were engineers, security systems analysts and designers, and several programme coders who had designed the main military computer systems.

All of them had years of technical research and development behind them, most of them recognised experts in their fields, and were educated in ways she never had access to in her youth, let alone in her adult years to date.

From her first day here she had realised how behind she was in her current technical knowledge of the field of computing. She might be good at what she knew, but now she had found an entire extra universe of knowledge and skill and she had years of catching up to do.

That said, she felt she was holding her own in the meetings. In this room at least, no one cared about her past. She was judged and valued on her mind and her ability to contribute to the project. She might not have the background of their knowledge on what was used where in the Alliance and where current computer research was heading, but she had real world experience of using computers in the field, how they could be hacked, and how to fit such knowledge into her approach to coding. She seemed to be respected for that knowledge here, though she had a great deal to learn in order to become as effective as she wanted to be.

So, she used her evenings to do that extra research, to read the years of technical journals, histories and text books that she had not had any access to before. Here, in the Facility, she had access to anything. If she wanted to read an obscure article from some small Alliance world's newspaper she could find it in the database. It all provided an education that she was desperate to absorb.

She finished the last summary paragraph of the article, her mind turning over questions raised from the journal. The author was a member of the project, so she noted down some points to pose to him tomorrow. He was a quiet elder man, but his mind was fast and he enjoyed questions – whether he was answering them or he was asking them. She had been on the receiving end of his thoughtfully precise and intelligent questions and so far had held her own. She would ask him her questions tomorrow and suspected that he would have questions of his own about her reading of his experiments and theories. She would need to have her responses well thought through and coherent.

Her notes made, she sat back in her fully adjustable and thickly padded chair. Honestly, even the chairs were deliciously comfortable in this place. Her mattress in her tiny quarters here was blissfully as comfortable as she had hoped, and she looked forward to crawling into her bed each night.

She glanced at the time display on all three screens. Her coding experiments were still running, so she looked away across the empty project room. The cleaners had finished, used to working around her in the evenings now.

Overhead, looking down into the project room, there was a glass-walled observation deck, where a security guard always stood watch. She couldn't see the details of this evening's guard's face, the windows tilted at just the right angle to glare the overhead light across the glass.

She didn't mind the guards; she was used to seeing them around the research sector of the Elite's Facility. It was a good place really; the Facility was huge, stretching miles, only five floors high at the most, and was divided out between habitation areas, Recruit training rooms, the gyms, this research sector, and the core area which was the Elite's centralised security centre. She had of course never been in that sector, but she had been in all the others.

She hadn't been outside though, because the planet or moon that the Elite had chosen for their headquarters was a barren empty landscape. There was an atmosphere out there, but thin. There was something about the rock in the areas the Elite had built their Facility into which produced some oxygen naturally, but out beyond those formations the air could grow very thin and become completely unbreathable.

Wisely, the Facility was set a transport ship trip away from the Portal on this planet/moon. The Portal stood in a breathable region of atmosphere, with a security station watching over it from inside an overlooking ridge behind the Portal. There was nothing else around the Portal except barren landscape and no tracks to the Facility discoverable. The transport trip and limited atmosphere didn't limit traffic to and from the Facility though. Every day she saw different Elite arriving and departing the Facility, which meant that there were far more Elite out there than she had realised.

There were a lot of Elite Recruits too – several hundred by her estimate living in the Facility. They ranged in years, but most of them were young. As she had heard, the Elite were trained from as young an age as possible. There were even infants living here. The eldest years of the Recruits were probably only just considered adults on most worlds, but by that point they had already had over a decade of Elite training.

Besides the Elite passing through daily, some Elite stayed in the Facility for brief spells, and the facility staff, perhaps a hundred or so, lived here permanently. She had heard that most of the staff here were former Elite Recruits who had failed or had dropped out of their training. There was a very high dropout rate apparently, which was probably a good thing when graduating meant battling Wraith to the death. You had to want to do it and be good at it.

That advanced training was aided by the fantastic gym facilities available. There was literally every type of training or workout equipment, or practice weaponry available in any of the ten or so gyms in the Facility. All staff were allowed to use them, encouraged to, so she had full access any time of the day. There was even an assault course stretching a mile, filled with tall walls to climb and ropes to swing across deep water or mud filled pits. There were other gyms filled with exercise equipment, with ropes hanging from storeys high, ladders that ran up the walls, along the ceilings and through dark tunnels to the next gym along. It was a playground for her, but of course a serious and thorough training school for the Recruits.

She visited the gyms only once a day at the moment, though she would love to use them more, but she limited herself to one short workout in the late evenings. She had first thought to work out after her research project hours, or first thing in the morning, but it had turned out that everyone else used the gyms at that time. The best time to get the equipment and a quieter atmosphere in the gyms, outside of her working hours, was late at night before she turned in for bed.

She glanced at the time again; she would head to a gym soon once these experiments completed. Her days were full, educating, and challenged her in ways she had not experienced before.

She rather liked working here.

There was just one problem.

A possibly significant problem that could affect everything.

The problem was the Recruits. There were too many of them to blame them all with the same attitude, but it had been made very clear to her that they did not approve of her working here, given her history.

In her first days there had been glares and hostile gestures, which had developed into bad names and insulting comments delivered just loud enough for her to hear as they passed her in the corridors. She had made the mistake of moving too far away from her gym bag one day during a workout and had returned to find it filled with a gloopy drink, her clothing inside torn up and what had looked like spit floating in her water bottle.

She had ignored it all.

Even when items had almost hit her in the gym and once in a canteen.

It was an escalation of aggression that, in her extensive experience, would eventually lead to a physical confrontation.

She was not angry about it, since the fact was that these Recruits were still children. Most of them hadn't spent more than a few days outside of this Facility and those old enough to soon be graduating hadn't even faced a Wraith. They were full of their purpose and sense of importance, which was probably part of what gave Elite the courage to face a Wraith. They felt chosen and trained to be the best they could. Unsurprisingly, such a group held a lot of inflated egos, but also young adults that did not actually know their place in the galaxy. They had a frightening career ahead of them and inwardly doubted their ability, and many weak unconfident egos in such a situation worked to compensate with big opinions and dominance games within their peer group.

She'd seen it all before – on the streets, in the pit fights, and on Dreamstation. They were terrified and unsure of themselves, but thought they were powerful and unstoppable. To help prove that to themselves, she became a natural target. To them she did not deserve the honour of working here, and therefore had become their enemy.

They were children, untested in the real world, but they were still well trained, so she had kept her distance and kept her body language very non-confrontational and neutral. If they did start something one day, then she would make sure that she had done nothing to provoke the incident.

Because she liked it here, and because she had made a promise.

She'd promised Oneakka that she would behave herself, and she was almost certain that getting into a fight with Elite Recruits would fall into his category of 'trouble'. If something did happen with the Recruits, it would not be a light barely felt slap on the wrist, it would be a proper fight. Such fights, especially with such highly trained but not truly tested warriors, would result in injures.

Which again would certainly breach the whole 'staying out of trouble' promise she had made to Oneakka.

She hadn't seen the Elite warrior since she'd left the Sythus, and did not expect him to visit.

Except she found herself always looking out for him.

Every new visitor passing through the Facility's corridors caught her attention, and it had taken a few days here before she had admitted to herself that she kept looking for a certain face, a certain distinctive scar and facial tattoos.

She heard the Recruits talking in the canteen about him though. Apparently, Oneakka had pulled some criminal out of Sula all by himself in the dead of night. It was an impressive accomplishment that she suspected the Recruits could not truly understand. She knew what Sula was like, had been there herself plenty of times. It was not a pretty place and was a dive and hive of trouble waiting to kick off if you were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Though the Recruits could not know what she did, they did appreciate Oneakka's skill and reputation. He was clearly something of a legendary warrior here who they respected but feared. Edfu had told her that when Oneakka visited the Facility, more Recruits gave up their training than at any other time. Sometimes he didn't even have to take training sessions with them; just the sight of Oneakka in the Facility put the Recruits on edge.

She understood their reasoning, as she had feared Oneakka when she had first met him. He was unique even among all the other Elite she had seen here in the Facility. Elite could be any shape, size, gender, or from any world, but none of them seemed to have the same physical presence as Oneakka. He seemed to embody a power and self-confidence that none of these Recruits could come close to understanding, let alone engendering in themselves yet. That said, very few had the life experience of Oneakka – as a young man, still a Recruit himself, he had lost all his family, all his people, and had faced down an entire Wraith base and a Queen by himself. How he had survived that was stunning, but the damage that had caused in him was clear to her.

She understood what childhood trauma could do to you, what a life spent fighting could shape. Most of these Recruits, they had so much to face and learn about battle trauma, humanity, and seeing the very worst life had to offer. They would meet people at their very worst, the day the Wraith arrived. She'd seen what that could do – it made people panic and behave as they never thought they would. People would abandon each other, trample children into the dirt, and push others forward in their place to get away from the clawing reach of the Wraith.

But there were good people too, and heroic acts.

She'd seen what heroic work the Elite could do. Where once she had scoffed at the madness of Elite throwing themselves onto an obvious death at the hands of the Wraith, she had since seen how effective they could actually be. And now she was helping them, in a small way.

So, she wasn't about to start a fight with the Recruits, future Elite warriors. Doing so would prove nothing to herself, put her new job in jeopardy, and break her promise to Oneakka.

That all aside, she had enough experience in human behaviour, especially among those with big but delicate egos, to know that a confrontation was highly likely.

If that happened, well, she wasn't going to back down and take a beating. That was never going to happen.

She just wished she wasn't going to have to betray Oneakka's faith in her.

Except, a small traitorous little part of her wondered, if a confrontation did happen, would that bring Oneakka back into her life?
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**Chapter 4 – The Pain of Youth**

_The Elite Training Facility_

Aki grinned up at her, his large smile out of proportion in his baby face. Clear dribble coated his little chin as he laughed brightly and loudly, the chuckle so infectious that Teyla chuckled along with him.

It had been a week since the Sythus had docked for repairs, which were predicted to take many weeks. The decision had been made to take the opportunity of the structural repairs to make some adjustments to the ship's primary systems and to do a full clean inspection and wipe of the computers and communications. Following the combined events of Karthig's reveal, his sabotage, Seeal's hacks, and the still unidentified slug filled robots, the Sythus needed a deep clean – physically and electronically.

Such deep and lengthy work meant that only two Elite were required to remain onboard. Halling had volunteered, almost eager to be left behind on the Sythus, and then Nalla after him; which had left the rest of Teyla's friends and colleagues to seek their own duties elsewhere and have some downtime.

Teyla had filled her first week with the Military Council, reporting on the events in the Nest battle, including the new Seed Ship and the robots that had been so destructive. As yet, little was truly known about the newly appeared tech and any predictions on whether they were Wraith grown or not. Many discussions had been had, scans and recordings repeatedly studied, but ultimately nothing would really be known until the scientists on the Mad Moon had completed their full examination of the one slug robot they had, the scattered remains of the others, and the few collected pieces of the Seed Ship from when it had attempted to gut the Sythus prior to self destructing. There had been a great deal of discussion about it all, but no real decisions as yet.

With the exception being the Council's universal pleasure of the great victory that had been won in the former Nest System, and the new relationship with Atlantis.

She was aware that she had started to refer to it as just that: a relationship.

The reason was obvious enough considering the core of that contract had been formed around her and John's relationship. Or former one.

She was very much unsure as to what its nature was now and would become. What time she had thought she would have with John on the Sythus to discuss it further had been cut short by his urgent recall to Atlantis. She had been assured that all was now well in the Ancestral City, had received reports that Doctor Beckett was recovering, and she knew that Father was in touch with Atlantis. But she had not made direct contact with John since his recall.

It was not required of her, as theirs was a Political Marriage, but it was also _not _just a Political Marriage. What shape it would take was still unclear.

She had hoped to see John, at least briefly, during Atlantis' trips to Athos, as she was technically staying in Tjaru, though she had been away for the last two days. That had not made much difference though, for since the unknown incident in Atlantis that had led to loss of life and John's urgent recall, Atlantis representatives had not visited Athos again. Father said he was in daily contact with Colonel Carter, and all appeared to be well enough in Atlantis now, but something was not quite right. Father seemed confident that matters were well, that negotiations about the finer details of the marriage contract were discussed, but Teyla could see his lingering concerns.

Why had John and his people, especially Mr Woolsey, not visited Athos? They had been visiting every week, sometimes twice a week, until recently so why stop now? Unless it truly was a security decision following whatever the incident was that had so severely injured Doctor Beckett.

Teyla had personally ensured that the Elite's most skilled Healer in the area of burn treatment visited Atlantis. An Elite accompanied the Healer each day, usually Isen, and his reports stated that Atlantis remained friendly and apparently secure.

She had at first worried about John in now visiting Athos, but Isen reported that John met with him and the Healer each and every time they visited Atlantis. So, she knew he was well, but perhaps he had lost friends and colleagues in the incident? Or perhaps he had been punished for initiating the Political Marriage contract without prior permission, as he clearly had done. It had also occurred to her that perhaps his superiors had learnt about their relationship and John's involvement as ambassador was being limited. She hoped that would not be the case, as it would be against the spirit of a Political Marriage contract to limited John's involvement.

Needless to say there was too much unknown, though she had to trust Father's reading of his conversations with Atlantis, even if they were only through link via the Portal.

She would hopefully be able to tell for herself, for today she was finally free of her Military Council duties and would be heading back to Athos for a more prolonged period. She had missed spending time with her family – something that she found herself far more willing to admit and enjoy.

And it might help for her to be seen on the links to Atlantis.

She could request to speak to John, gauge his expressions to ensure that he was well. Though, she was not entirely sure what she would say to him, since she still felt so confused on the future between them.

So, free from her duties following her brief check in with matters here in the Training Facility, she had decided to visit Massa and Aki. She had intended to specifically find time to spend with them, and this afternoon she finally had time.

Massa was currently teaching a Recruit tactics session, so she had made her way to the infant dayroom in the Facility, where the youngest children of Elite, or potential Elite themselves, spent their days learning and playing.

As one named by Massa as able to collect Aki, though he did not know of her visit yet today, Teyla had been allowed to remove Aki from the playgroup. Aki, though not having seen her for weeks, recognised her instantly and had been smiling at her since. It was obvious how quickly he was growing and developing even in such a short time frame.

Selecting a place far across the wide bright infant room, she had settled down on a thick floor mat with Aki while she waited for Massa to arrive to collect him.

Holding Aki up so that his feet tapped against her knee, she bounced him again and told him how beautiful he was. Aki' enormous blue eyes shone and he kicked his legs, now able to stand to a certain degree with assistance. He liked the bouncing though.

Sitting alone with him, engrossed in his childhood innocence, she could forget the troubles outside the room, even forget Aki' heritage that he would one day have to face himself. What a weight it would be for the boy to grow up knowing what cruel creature his mother, Iketani, had been. How she had used his existence as blackmail and had abandoned him.

Teyla had no idea how Massa was going to deal with those discussions once the day came, or whether he would tell his adopted son that Iketani had killed his wife and unborn child. That he in turn had killed Aki' mother. Teyla's heart ached a little to look at the little boy in her hands, knowing that he would have to take on all that burden of knowledge some day.

What kind of man would this boy one day become?

Looking at his little happy face, she could recognise Iketani' colouring in him; he had light skin, blonde eyebrows and hair, and big beautiful blue eyes. Yet, she could see more of his father in Aki' features, which might turn out to be fortunate in serving to distance him from Iketani' memory. Aki' biological father, Telson, had some rights to see him, but they were limited. Telson had been involved in underhand dealings with Iketani, working to undermine the High Council from within. Telson could never officially claim the boy due to his world's social structure and his extramarital involvement with Iketani, and the Elite would not trust him to raise his son correctly. Apparently, Telson was proud that Aki was being raised by an Elite Father, but he officially never spoke about Aki. To do so would lead to him losing power in the High Council, but Teyla did not care about such things as she looked into Aki's giggling face. Aki was healthy, happy and growing fast.

He was also clearly helping heal the hurt inside Massa, who nowadays could be seen to smile frequently again, and his love for his new son was very clear.

Teyla wondered if she had needed to be in the presence of such clear and uncomplicated love today.

She bounced Aki again, leaning in and kissing his tiny nose and pulling back quickly. Aki giggled and chuckled, babbling noises that were not yet words as dribble rolled down his chin.

Teyla drew him closer, sitting him on her knee, which he could do now by himself, but she supported him with one hand as she wiped his chin with the soft cloth bib around his neck. Aki stared up at her with complete acceptance.

She remembered taking care of Zabetha like this after Mother had been killed. Still young herself, she had clung to caring for Zabetha to help her own hurt heart, though Father had been there to love them. But, as Father had grown more politically involved, eventually becoming Leader of Athos, Teyla had begun to see more beyond caring for her sister and doing the best in school and bantos training. She had started to dream of becoming an Elite and fighting to make sure no other mothers would be taken, no other families broken apart like hers.

Ironically, that decision of hers had broken her family further apart, at least for a while. She felt closer to her family now than ever before, and she had lost much of her trepidation in loving them.

It was loving another that gave her pause now.

Aki waved his arms, asking to be bounced again. Teyla obliged, lifting him and bouncing him.

As she did, she realised she was humming an old Athosian nursery rhyme she had used to sing to Zabetha when she had been little. It was old and well known across Athos, and she remembered Mother singing it to her.

So, she gently bounced Aki in time as she once again sung the old song.

"Through the trees and down the path  
>between the leaves and the bark<br>lies the secret heart.  
>If I lay down will I sleep?<br>Into the chasm I will leap  
>With my heart I steal away<br>to return another day."

She was surprised how easily the words returned to her; long buried and well heard by her childhood self. Aki' eyes widened as he listened, his gaze focusing on her mouth to watch how she moved her lips as she spoke the words.

She repeated it again for him.

"Through the trees and down the path  
>between the leaves and the bark<br>lies the secret heart.  
>If I lay down will I sleep?<br>Into the chasm I will leap  
>With my heart I steal away<br>to return another day."

She considered the words this time. Popular wisdom on Athos said that the old song was designed to be the first warnings to children of the dangers of going into the woods at night; that the Wraith could find you and steal your life.

Yet, today, Teyla considered how 'heart' related to one's life in the song. That the song spoke of going deep into the forest to find the 'secret heart'. The last two lines also felt quite telling of her own feelings of late.

"With my heart I steal away  
>to return another day."<p>

Teyla whispered them to Aki as she bounced him again.

The philosophical nature of the song was lost on little Aki though, for he simply grinned again and tried to copy the sounds of her words.

She smiled at him, settling him on her knee once more to wipe his chin again. One of his cheeks was quite red, so she suspected he was cutting a tooth.

As she glanced up, she saw Massa had arrived. He had already seen her and Aki and was heading through the large room towards them, a smile across his deep dark handsome face.

As always in this room, there was a sharp contrast in watching an Elite warrior walk past walls painted with bright cheerful colours and pictures.

Aki' coordination might not yet be fully developed, but his eyesight was very good, for he spotted his Father from a surprising distance. Aki' high pitched squeal of delight in seeing Massa cut into Teyla's right ear drum loud and sharp. Massa grinned back just as happily as he reached them, crouching down by her side, his eyes on his son. One large dark hand covered Aki' hair, the little boy's entire head fitting easily into Massa's palm.

"Hello, Little Warrior," Massa greeted Aki.

Aki cooed with pure happiness, his arms reaching towards Massa in an attempt to move towards his Father. Teyla instigated the move instead, handing Aki to Massa.

Massa lifted Aki to his shoulder, the little boy snuggling into his Father quickly.

"Emmagan," Massa smiled to her as he settled down onto the floor mat beside her, his free hand touching her shoulder briefly in greeting. She smiled at him choosing to sit down on the floor beside her; she supposed he spent a great deal of his time now on the floor interacting with Aki.

"I hope you do not mind my visiting Aki and you," she replied touching his closest knee in greeting.

"We never mind," Massa replied as he settled Aki into his arm, wiping more drool away from the babe's chin. "It is good to see you," he smiled at her, only for his expression to become assessing. "Be honest though, did he send you?"

Teyla paused at the unexpected question. "Did who send me?" She asked.

"Oneakka," Massa answered her, amused suspicion playing across his face.

Had she missed something important? As far as she was aware, Oneakka was using his time away from the Sythus to work on furthering the exploration of the Dreamstation and Toshka databases.

"Why would Oneakka send me?" She asked.

"To get information out of me," Massa replied, which did not clarify anything. Surely Oneakka and Massa could speak over link, or Oneakka visit here himself.

"What information?" She asked, feeling somewhat lost in this conversation and sensing that Massa was amused at the fact.

"Information about a certain new female working in the Facility," Massa replied as he adjusted Aki in his arm.

Teyla frowned, but then realised his meaning. "Seeal," she concluded and Massa nodded.

"I am not surprised he would enquire after her," Teyla considered, though suspected that Massa knew as well as she did that Oneakka's interest likely went beyond professional interest that Seeal was not causing problems.

"He hasn't asked anything about her," Massa told her as if that fact meant a great deal.

Teyla was not entirely certain she was following his logic. "If he has not asked you about Seeal, why would you think he is after information?"

"He has contacted me by link five times since the Nest System victory; twice on your way to space dock and three times in the week since. I have heard less from him in a whole year," Massa stated, which was a clear exaggeration as the two were friends, but she understood his point.

"What have you told him?" She asked.

"He hasn't asked about her, so I haven't told him _anything_," Massa stated with what looked like pride.

"Perhaps he was not contacting you about her and simply wished to know how you and Aki are doing?" She suggested. "Oneakka does grow bored easily and there are no assignments at present."

"He wants to know. He asked me to keep an eye on Seeal," Massa told her with a meaningful smile.

Teyla frowned at his somewhat dubious logic. "If he asked you to keep an eye on her, why is it so strange that he wants to know the outcome?"

"But he _hasn't_ asked, has he," Massa replied. "He won't go so far as to ask, because then he'd be admitting that he wants to know." Massa nodded and grinned at his point.

Teyla decided to leave the strange power battle to the two males.

"How is Seeal doing here?" She asked, interested herself now.

She had wondered about Seeal a few times, but had expected that matters would be fine here in the Facility. Seeal's actions on the Sythus had been vital in the success of several missions now, and Teyla trusted her. She was not overly sure why; perhaps it was the way that Seeal said what she thought; which was not unlike a certain Elite male she knew. The two had a great deal in common, despite their greatly differing backgrounds.

Massa considered her and her question. "You're not going to tell him are you?" He asked.

"I promise not to tell him anything," she swore; it was best to leave matters between the two.

"There have been no problems yet," Massa shrugged.

"Yet?" Teyla asked, aware of his careful choice of words. Was Seeal behaving differently, less trustworthy off the Sythus? She had her clean past record now, so perhaps she was not motivated to follow the rules. It was a worrying thought – though oddly, Teyla found herself more disappointed for Oneakka.

"You believe she is a threat?" She asked directly.

"No," Massa dismissed the worried question though. Then he grinned. "Except maybe to certain 'parts' of Oneakka that he rarely indulges."

Teyla didn't try very hard not to smile at the implication. "Yet, something is worrying you about her presence here?"

"She hasn't made a wrong move and appears to be very focused on the research project," Massa reported. "But some do not like her being here. We'll see what happens. I'm keeping an eye on things." He did not sound all that concerned about the prospect.

Teyla trusted Massa's assessment of matters though and that he would watch things carefully.

"I should congratulate you on your new marriage," Massa changed the subject matter.

She smiled in response. "I do feel it was the right decision to accept Atlantis' offer."

Massa nodded. "It is the major topic of conversation in the seminars," he reported.

She frowned at the thought of her personal life now a matter of lesson plans.

"We've altered the current project for the Recruits in the upper two years to provide their thoughts and concerns on the prospect of a future working with Atlantis," Massa informed her.

"It is an essay assignment?" She asked surprised.

"The question is being put to all of the Elite," Massa reminded her. "It could be one of the most significant decisions for the war against the Wraith in a long time. It is a good thought experiment for the Recruits, when the real life results will be unfolding soon enough. It will be very interesting."

She nodded. "Of course." The significance of the new relationship between the Alliance, Elite and Atlantis was why she had decided to accept John's offer.

Mainly.

She wondered what John would think to know that the Elite Recruits were all considering him and his role in the future of the Alliance as part of their work assignments.

"Something worrying you?" Massa asked.

She realised she had been lost in her thoughts. She pushed away her private worries. "I have complete faith that Atlantis will help us in the war."

Massa nodded, but his gaze was searching. "Nothing else is worrying you?"

She had known Massa for a very long time, though he had graduated as an Elite several years before her. Though they had not been assigned on many missions together, they had been constantly in each other's lives, and she cared for him deeply. However, there was an element of his life that had drawn her focus more of late – his painful loss of Mera and their unborn child. Though Aki had helped heal some of that pain, the impact of what had happened was sometimes still easily visible in his face. There was nearly always a touch of sadness in his gaze when he thought no one watched him.

She knew that look, for Father still showed it in his continuing grief for Mother, despite the many years that had passed since she had been killed. Teyla had actually rather enjoyed seeing that Father still clearly loved Mother, though she worried about his aching heart. However, now that she had someone in her life who had cut deep to her own heart, she worried.

What if something were to happen to John? Would it affect her like Massa? She had attempted to distance herself from John for several reasons, and protecting her own emotional self had been one of them. However, matters had changed and now he was more a part of her life than ever before. If she were to seek a return to a full relationship with John, would the love she felt only deepen? And if something were to happen to him? What if they grew closer and she were killed, would it hurt John as much as she saw Massa damaged by Mera's murder?

"What is it?" Massa asked, seeing something in her face that betrayed how perplexing a problem this was for her.

She drew in a breath. "Questions about my future," she considered.

"With the Elite?" Massa asked, surprising her.

"No," she replied. "Being an Elite is who I am. It relates more to my...personal life."

Massa looked surprised, but very interested in her answer. "A romantic issue?" He asked.

She gave him a rueful look. "Not everyone is troubled by the same things as Oneakka," she smiled.

Massa narrowed his eyes at her though. "So it is _not_ about a male?" He pushed, the doubt clear in his voice.

She sighed. "Perhaps," she admitted.

Massa nodded as he looked down at Aki, who was dozing contentedly against him. He glanced up at her out of the corner of his eyes. "Your new husband perhaps?"

She frowned. "Who told you?" She asked. "Was it Oneakka?"

Massa was grinning now. "I wasn't sure he was right until now though."

"I am certainly not telling him about Seeal's progress here now," she muttered, but oddly it felt a relief. "I selected Atlantis' offer because they are the best ally for us, not because of my former associations with John Sheppard," she emphasised for him.

"'_Former'_ associations?" Massa asked having picked up on the one significant word in her statement.

She glanced away, concerned others may overhear, but there was no one else in the playroom except infants and their caregiver far across the large room. Only Aki was in earshot and he clearly did not care or understand.

She sighed, worried for a moment that it would be unkind to speak of such things with Massa considering his past pain.

"The balance between being a focused warrior and having...someone significant in one's life is something I am unsure I am capable of managing. Or if it is possible?" She realised she had asked it as a question, looking to Massa who had lived through the actual events she feared.

Massa nodded, his manner now serious and thoughtful. She watched him, sensing his was preparing his words carefully. She waited, patiently and strangely nervous to hear his thoughts, for she knew she would place his opinion highly, regardless of what side of things he may fall.

Massa glanced down at Aki in his arm, touching the small boy's little cheek, which was flushed pink from the pushing tooth in his gum. Yet, the boy dozed contentedly in the large protective arm of his adoptive Father.

"You know more than most of the..." Massa frowned as he sought the right word, "_trauma_ I have lived through."

Teyla blinked away the tears that suddenly threatened to form in her eyes as she watched Massa's profile as he watched Aki sleep.

"Not a moment passes that I do not think of Mera and our unborn babe," he continued, his tone strong but full of frank emotion. "I often think of what my life would be if they had lived. If we had realised the true depth of deception that was Iketani."

Teyla glanced down at Aki, feeling strangely uncomfortable at the boy's traitorous mother's name used in front of him. It was foolish, for how could Aki even know yet?

"For many long months, and still to this day, I think of ways in which I could have altered things. If I had stayed by Mera's side at all times, but..." He sighed. "The truth is that she could have been taken from me in any way at any time, considering our work."

She nodded in understanding as he met her gaze again. The life of an Elite was always dangerous. That was half the source of her fears regarding John, whose own life was far from safe.

He could have been injured today and she would not know of it.

He could have been killed...

"If I had the ability," Massa continued, "I would change it all. But, I do not have that power. I look at Aki," he looked down at the boy, "and I wonder what would have happened to him if I had not been free to raise him. He would have been cared for, but not by me. Aki and I have both lost those who should always love us, but together we can recover, grow stronger."

Teyla nodded, words lost to her.

Massa looked back round to her. "This pain will never leave me, but if I had the power to save myself from the pain but in doing so have never loved Mera?" He shook his head. "I would never give up her love."

Teyla held his gaze, his conviction so powerful she swore she could feel it in the air around him.

"It is frightening," she whispered her confession, "being vulnerable."

Massa nodded. "It was not always easy for Mera and I; risking our lives yet fearing for one another's safety." His eyes lowered. "I always knew it would be for a short time, that our life together would never be as long as that enjoyed by others who are not Elite. Yet, our work provided that longevity for others in their lives."

She nodded.

"It is a great risk, loving another and hoping they will love you in turn," he said softly, and she nodded. She felt such gratitude to be able to speak of this subject, for normally Elite did not speak of such things; to speak of vulnerabilities and pain; to confess that you worried over another's thoughts and love for you.

How much did John love her? And had that love been damaged beyond repair by her past actions? Would he risk loving her? Could they love and yet live apart for half of the year? She would always be fearing for his life; it would never let up.

"As Elite we face the prospect of death routinely, but, in truth, we are all vulnerable," Mass stated. "I remind the Recruits frequently that they are vulnerable, that they risk death with each step in a mission. I tell them the truth not to frighten them, but instead to remind them to be aware of each moment, to live each moment well and as thoroughly as possible. To be an Elite means to go into dangerous places despite our vulnerability; that is bravery."

She nodded again, thoughtful now, pondering the truth of his wise words. Was loving John and risking her heart akin to walking into a dangerous nest of Wraith? She knew she would not turn away from such a mission against the Wraith. Why should it be different with love?

"You are one of the bravest Elite I know," Massa told her, surprising her. "You fight with everything you have; your body and your powerful Seeker mind. I do not think you realise how brave you are to fight a Wraith Queen in her mind. Even some of the strongest Elite I know would not dare step there with you."

She had not thought of such fear among her colleagues, but then she had always been a Seeker, feeling the presence of Wraith from her earliest memories. Her Gift had not helped save Mother, but developing her mind further in battle as an Elite had helped save other mothers; of that she was certain.

She knew without asking that Father would never regret a moment of his time with Mother, even if it would save him the pain of having lost her now. Like Massa, he carried the pain, and Teyla wondered that perhaps her own fear was buried in having been a witness to that pain for so long.

Perhaps her fears concerning John were not actually rooted in the possible distraction from her Elite focus, but in being an Athosian woman who had lost her mother and had witnessed her father's resulting deep hurt for the many years since.

In her experience, love led to loss and pain, and the Elite training to distance oneself from emotional attachments had hardly helped.

Her original intention to break her ties from John for a Political Marriage had been her way of taking charge of his new power in her life, and in preparation for the predicted pain of either losing him to death or in his walking away from her. By forcing the end of their relationship, she had thought herself in control of that fear, controlling the way he left her life.

The truth opened up before her, bringing relief in its honesty, but also shone a light on her very deepest fears. It was an old wound, losing Mother, one she had thought she had dealt with long ago, yet here it was affecting her in ways she had not realised until now.

So many years spent training hard to become an Elite, to be focused and skilled at the exclusion of so much of a 'normal' human experience, but no amount of training would make her less human.

She would still hurt when she lost things she wanted to hold onto. Still fear that which could harm her, and shy away from that which pressed old painful wounds inside her.

Without intending, John had triggered all those soft human parts of her.

She reached out and touched her hand to Massa's knee, squeezing the large bunched muscles in silent thankfulness of his wisdom. She had no words to express more while caught up in the raw vulnerable clarity of her epiphany.

She had much to think about.
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End file.
